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John Owen’s 

Rules for Walking in Fellowship 

Rules 9-10 

RULE 9 – Free contribution and communication of material support to them that are truly poor,  

suitable to their necessities, needs, and afflictions. 
 

Proof texts for Rule 9: Lev.25:35; 1John 3:17-18; 1Cor.16:1-2 1Tim.6:17-18. 
 

1. What obligations do these verses lay upon the Church?   
2. What motivations do these verses lay upon the Church? 
3. What practical steps do these verses commend to the Church?   

Explanation of Rule 9: 
 

“Having the poor always among us and of us, according to our Savior’s prediction (Matt.26:11), and the 
promise of God (Deut.15:11), serves for the trial of the poor themselves and others: a trial of their own 
contentment with Christ alone, and submission to the all-disposing sovereignty of God; and a trial of others: 
how freely they can part, for Christ’s sake, with those things with which their hand is filled…  
That every man, by the ordinance and appointment of God, has a peculiar right to how he uses and disposes of 
the earthly things with which he is personally entrusted, is unquestionable … But that these things are 
exclusively given to men for themselves and their own use is denied: Christ needs for some what He has 
bestowed on others. If He has given you your own and your brother’s portion also to keep, will you be false to 
your trust, and defraud your brother?  
Christ being rich, became poor for our sakes; if He makes us rich, it is that we may feed the poor for His sake. 
Neither does this duty lie only (though chiefly) on those who have great financial means; those who have 
nothing but their labor’s income should spare out of that for those who cannot work (Eph.4:28). The two mites 
are required as well as accepted.   
Now, the relief of the poor brethren in the church has a twofold rule: First, Their necessity; Secondly, Others’ 
abilities.  Unto these two assistance must be proportioned, provided that those who are poor walk suitably to 
their condition (2Thes.3:10-11).  And as we ought to relieve men in their poverty, 
so we ought by all lawful means to prevent their being poor. To keep a man from 
falling is an equal mercy to the helping of him up when he is down…  The way 
by which it is to be done is by appointing some (Acts 6:1-6), to take what is 
voluntarily contributed by the brethren, according as God has blessed them, on 
the first day of the week (1Cor.16:2), and to distribute to the necessity of the 
saints, according to the advice of the church; besides private distributions, 
wherein we ought to abound (Matt.6:3; Heb.13:16).” 
 
4. Explain what Owen means by the “trial” of “having the poor with 

you always” (Matt.26:11) 
5. What rights has God given to govern the use of our financial means?  

How has God Himself limited these rights? How might these rights 
(and their limitations) be abused or misapplied (see e.g. Durham 
quote)?  

6. What specific practical rules does Owen suggest to the local 
congregation for the alleviation of the poor?   

“We wrong others 

when we do not 

minister to them when 

they are in need, and 

we are in a capacity to 

help them; yea, when 

by idleness ad 

prodigality we 

incapacitate ourselves 

to minister to the 

necessities of others, as 

Eph.4:28 makes clear.”  

(James Durham on 8th 

Commandment) 
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Motivations for Rule 9: 
 

 The love of God for us (1John 3:16). 

 The glory of the Gospel, which is exceedingly exalted by such generosity (Tit.3:8,14; Matt.5:7). 

 Our union with Christ, in which a common inheritance promised to us all. 

 The testimony of the Lord Jesus, witnessing what is done in this rule is done unto Himself, (Matt.25:35-
36,40). 

 The promise annexed to it (Eccl.11:1; Prov.19:17; Deut.15:10; Matt.10:42). 

7. What do these motivations have in common?  Why is guilt not a good motivation? 
 

8. What opportunities do you have as a member of this particular congregation to support the poor 
in real and tangible ways?   
 

RULE 10 – To mark diligently and avoid carefully all causes and causers of divisions; especially to shun 
seducers, false teachers, and inventers of heresies and errors, contrary to the form of wholesome words. 

Proof texts for Rule 10: Rom.16:17-18; 1Tim.6:3-5; Tit.3:9-11 

9. In these passages, Paul “marks diligently” those we should 
“avoid carefully”, who promote divisions in the local congregation.  
Make a list of their characteristics. 
 
10. What are the sad results of such people in the local 
congregation?   
 
11. What practical counsel does Paul give to congregations who 
encounter such men?   

Explanation and Motivations for Rule 10: 
 

“The former part of this rule was addressed in Rule 4:1 If the preservation of unity ought to be our aim, then 
certainly the causes and causers of division ought to be avoided … For the latter part of the rule in particular, 
concerning seducers, it is apparent that a judgment of discerning by the Spirit rests in the church and its several 
members (see 1Jn.2:27; 1Cor.2:15; Is.8:20).  They are commanded to the exercise of this duty in 1Jn.4:1 and 
1Cor.14:29; they are commended for it in Acts 17:11; and they are encouraged in it in Phil.1:9,10 and 
Heb.5:14 … Now, that the brethren may exercise this duty aright, and perform obedience to this rule, 7 things 
are required —  
1. That they get their senses exercised in the Word, “to discern good from evil” (Heb.5:14); especially, that they 
get from the Scripture a “form of sound words” (2Tim.1:13), of the main truths of the gospel and fundamental 
articles of religion; so that, upon the first apprehension of the contrary, they may turn away from him that 
brings it, and not “give Him any greeting” (2 John 10). 
2. That they attend and listen to nothing but what comes to them in God’s prescribed manner.  Some men, 
indeed, very many in our days, have such itching ears after novelty, that they run greedily after everyone that 
lies in wait to deceive with cunning, enticing words, to make out some new pretended revelations; and this 
from a supposed liberty, indeed, duty of “testing all things” …  

                                                 
1 Rule 4: “Zealous care and endeavoring for the preservation of unity, both in particular and in general.” 
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However, most of the seducers and false prophets of our days seem to come outside of God’s prescribed manner, 
leaving their own callings to wander without an ordinary or extraordinary call … For a man to put himself 
voluntarily and unbidden upon the hearing of such teachers, is to tempt God; with whom it is just and 
righteous to deliver them up to the efficacy of error, that they may believe the lies they hear.  Attend, then, only 
to such as come in the way of God’s prescribed manner.  To others give no greeting.   
3. That they always be ready with and bear in mind the characteristics of seducers which the Holy Spirit has 
given us in the Word, whereby poor unstable souls are seduced by them, such as, First, That they come in 
“sheep’s clothing” (Matt.7:15) with good pretences of innocence and holiness. Secondly, With “good words and 
fair speeches” (Rom.16:17-18), smooth as butter and oil. Thirdly, Answering men’s lusts in their doctrine 
(2Tim.4:3), bringing doctrines suitable to some beloved lusts of men, offering a broad and easy way of 
salvation. Fourthly, Pretences of glorious discoveries and revelations (Matt.24:24; 2Thes.2:2).   
4. That they utterly reject and separate from such as have already had means of conviction and admonition 
(Tit.3:10). 
5. That they not receive any without a 
testimony from some brethren of known 
integrity in the churches. Such is the misery 
of our days, that men will run to hear those 
that they know not from whence they come, 
nor what they are. The laudable practice of 
the first churches, to give testimonials to 
them that were to pass from one place to 
another (1Cor.16:3), and not receive any 
without them (Acts 9:26), has been 
regrettably laid aside. 
6. That they walk orderly, not attending to the doctrine of any not known to and approved by the churches.   
7. That they remove far from themselves all delight in novelties, disputes, contentions about words not tending 
to godliness; which usually are beginnings of fearful apostasies, (Tit.3:9; 2Tim.4:3; 1Tim.2:3-5).“  
 
12. What do you think Owen means, that “a judgment of discerning by the Spirit rests in the church 

and its several members”?   
 

13. Owen offers seven helpful directions for exercising such discernment in the church: summarize 
each in your own words, and discuss. 
 

14. Which of the seven do you find most challenging personally, and why?  Which do you think is 
most lacking in American Churches today, and why?  Which might Reformed believers be 
particularly susceptible to fall short on, and why?   
 

15. What steps will you take this week to sharpen your spiritual discernment?  
 


